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Ethical leadership is increasingly studied in the context of soccer clubs, as it is believed to
represent an effective answer to soccer’s “dark side.” However, current academic
understanding is limited to key internal stakeholders’ perspectives, such as coaches and
players. A highly relevant stakeholder group that is still largely neglected is fans, as they are
believed to be uniquely able to inﬂuence leadership in sport clubs, while some of soccer’s
ethical issues,suchasviolence and discriminationarestronglyassociatedwithfans.Thisstudy
highlights this duality by referring to fans as “stakeowners,” namely legitimate stakeholders
with certain rights as well as responsibilities. Moreover, the authors examine whether ethical
leadershipbysoccerclubleadersreallymatters to fans.Drawingonaqualitativecasestudyina
Belgian professional soccer club, ﬁndings indicate fans care mainly about those aspects of
ethical leadership that impact their own position, such as clear communication and fan
empowerment. On the other hand, ﬁndings suggest fan inﬂuence on the leadership of their
club should not be exaggerated. After all, the club’s leadership questions the critical
importance of fans as being core to (soccer) management’s activities and leadership.
© 2019 Sport Management Association of Australia and New Zealand. Published by Elsevier
Ltd. All rights reserved.1. Introduction
In soccer clubs, the positive inﬂuence of ethical leadership – understood as personally implementing ethical behavior,
while at the same time promoting it to others (see Kaptein, 2017) – has been emphasized as important for rendering positive
consequences, such as players’ organizational commitment (Constandt, De Waegeneer, & Willem, 2018). However, in
general, existing empirical work on ethical leadership remains limited with respect to the scope of analysis, as it only takes
into account perceptions of key internal stakeholders (Heres, 2014). With regard to soccer, to date, the focus has been put
solely on coaches and players (Constandt & Willem, 2019; Constandt et al., 2018).
To enable a more in-depth view on the meaning and expectations related to ethical leadership within an organization,
Heres (2014) suggested broadening the scope to include relevant external stakeholder groups and thus to take a broader
stakeholder view on ethical leadership. After all, (external) stakeholders co-construct the meaning and interpretation of
ethical leadership in general (Heres, 2014) and of leadership in sport in particular (Ferkins, Shilbury, & O’Boyle, 2018; Kihl,
Leberman, & Schull, 2010; Parent, Olver, & Séguin, 2009). Moreover, a broad view of the expectations related to ethical
leadership would enable managers to gain an enhanced understanding about expected leadership practices (Heres, 2014).Constandt), milena.parent@uottawa.ca (M.M. Parent), annick.willem@ugent.be (A. Willem).
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group (Cleland, 2010; García & Welford, 2015). Today, fans are seen as legitimate stakeholders to their soccer clubs due to
their involvement, loyalty, passion, excitement, physical presence, and economic impact on soccer clubs’ revenues
(Anagnostopoulos, 2011; Biscaia, Hedlund, Dickson, & Naylor, 2018; García & Welford, 2015; Senaux, 2008; Van Eekeren,
2016; Zagnoli & Raddichi, 2010). Moreover, soccer fans co-produce and guard cultural and public values by paying extensive
attention to traditions concerning such aspects as the stadium atmosphere, club logos, and team colors (Biscaia et al., 2018;
Van Eekeren, 2016; Zagnoli & Radicchi, 2010). Given this unique combination of features, fans are often not only passively
heard, but increasingly actively engaged in shaping the structures and dynamics of the game (García & Welford, 2015;
Ziesche, 2017). This way, soccer clubs are also better positioned to learn and integrate fans’ expectations in their operation,
which is beneﬁcial for the harmony in the club (Biscaia et al., 2018; García & Welford, 2015).
In general, during the last decades, soccer fans have moved from being merely external stakeholders, to a situation in
which their strong identiﬁcation with the club has led to more active – and sometimes also internal – roles (García & Zheng,
2017; Golden-Biddle & Rao, 1997). We argue soccer fans have become “stakeowners” of their clubs, meaning they are
legitimate stakeholders with certain rights, but also with certain moral duties and responsibilities (see Fassin, 2012). More
precisely, fans are allowed to demand a say in club-related decisions, but at the same time, they should adhere to certain
moral standards, such as not engaging in violence or discriminatory chants. Although little doubt remains about the
importance of soccer fans to their clubs, limited knowledge is present about the relevance both fans and soccer clubs attach
to the role of fans as “stakeowners,” that is, as stakeholders with certain rights as well as responsibilities (Bowen, Katz,
Mitchell, Polden, & Walden, 2017).
Scant understanding exists about the fans’ opinions on the management of soccer clubs in general, and ethical leadership
in particular (Cocieru, Delia, & Katz, 2018; García & Welford, 2015; Zheng & García, 2017). Despite research suggesting fans
“may uniquely inﬂuence leadership at the organizational level in sport management” (see Welty Peachey, Zhou, Damon, &
Burton, 2015, p. 580), do fans care if their club’s leadership engages in and promotes ethical behavior? Soccer clubs are
arguably stimulated to remodel their leadership practices when faced with fan discontent, which often originates from
feeling insufﬁciently respected and involved regarding organizational decisions – such as selling the club to foreign investors
– in which certain moral values are at stake (García & Welford, 2015). Fans are able to make their voices heard, and affect
decision-making and ﬁnancial processes, by protesting, disturbing training practices, and staying away from games (Biscaia
et al., 2018; Gammelsæter, 2010; Lumpkin & Doty, 2014; Senaux, 2008). As a consequence, fans can strengthen or weaken the
position of the leadership of their club, which makes it meaningful for soccer clubs to gather knowledge about how fans
behave, what they desire, and if ethical leadership or a true “stakeowner” relationship may stimulate positive fan behavior.
As such, the purpose of this study is to improve our understanding of (a) the value fans attach to ethical leadership within
their club; and (b) the support for fans’ reciprocal, moral relationship with their club. Gaining knowledge on these aspects is
useful for managers and board members aiming to incorporate fans’ expectations to realize broad support for their
leadership (García & Welford, 2015; Koenigstorfer, Groeppel-Klein, & Schmitt, 2010). The application of the “stakeowner”
concept in this study – in relation to fans’ perceptions of ethical leadership – offers new insights about the support for and
the meaning of both concepts by bridging “the two perspectives of the fan’s responsibilities and the fan’s expectations”
(Bowen et al., 2017, p. 74).
2. Literature review
The literature review will guide the reader through what is understood by ethical leadership in soccer clubs, the
conceptualization of soccer fans as “stakeowners,” and how both aspects are connected.
2.1. Ethical leadership in soccer clubs
Ethical leadership entails “the demonstration of normatively appropriate and new conduct through personal actions and
interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication,
reinforcement, and decision-making” (Kaptein, 2017, p. 12). This deﬁnition reﬂects three distinct roles, which should be
combined to achieve a desirable level of ethical leadership. Within the deﬁnition, demonstrating normatively appropriate
conduct refers to the idea of being a “moral person,” namely someone who combines values, characteristics, and traits such
as honesty, fairness, and empathy in his/her personality and actions (Brown & Mitchell, 2010). In addition to this ﬁrst role, the
reference to the promotion of such conduct indicates that a leader is expected to act as a “moral manager,” as the leader
should invest in the transaction of desired conduct to followers through role modelling, communication, enforcement, and
empowerment (Brown & Mitchell, 2010). Finally, ethical leadership also requires being a “moral entrepreneur,” by
implementing not only morally appropriate, but also new conduct (Kaptein, 2017). This last role emphasizes the value of
innovation, and is especially relevant when current organizational norms are insufﬁcient to face certain and often new
challenges (Kaptein, 2017).
Whereas ethical leadership is a well-established line of research within the business ethics literature (Kaptein, 2017; Ko, Ma,
Bartnik, Haney, & Kang, 2018), its application in the ﬁeld of sport management is novel (Burton & Welty Peachey, 2014).
Notwithstanding, scholars have highlighted the relevance of ethical leadership by sport leaders as a promising countermeasure
for sport’s many ethical issues (DeSensi & Rosenberg, 2010). In conceptual studies, the focus is put on the potential of ethicalPlease cite this article in press as: B. Constandt, et al., Does it really matter? A study on soccer fans’ perceptions of ethical
leadership and their role as “stakeowners”, Sport Management Review (2019), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2019.04.003
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strengthening sport leaders’ pedagogical and values-centered role (DeSensi, 2014). Furthermore, recent empirical work has
highlighted the fundamental role of coaches in stimulating ethical climate perceptions and the organizational commitment of
soccer players (Constandt et al., 2018).
Yet, what is largely missing from the general literature on ethical leadership, so far, is how relevant external stakeholders
perceive ethical leadership (Heres, 2014; Heres & Lasthuizen, 2012). Most often, research attention is exclusively paid to
ethical leadership understandings of internal stakeholders, such as employees (outside the sport literature; Heres, 2014),
and players and coaches (inside the sport literature; Constandt & Willem, 2019; Constandt et al., 2018). These
understandings are essential due to the role internal stakeholders have within their organizations. But widening the scope to
external stakeholders would enable researchers to consider the expectations of external stakeholders on ethical leadership
(Heres & Lasthuizen, 2012), thereby providing a more holistic view on the subject. Moreover, such a perspective is in line
with the consideration of ethical leadership as a socially constructed and context-dependent phenomenon, of which the
meaning largely resides in the individual, “moral eye of the beholder” (Giessner, Van Quaquebeke, van Gils, van Knippenburg,
& Kollée, 2015). Given this context, a plea has been made to examine what these external stakeholders value and care about
in terms of leadership, as they are often impacted by leadership decisions (Heres, 2014).
One important external stakeholder in sport is fans. Fans are arguably the stakeholder group that best illustrates the
uniqueness of sport (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009). Thus, we focus on (soccer) fans’ perceptions of ethical leadership. A lack of
clarity is present concerning the perceptions and expectations of the soccer fans, especially with regard to key aspects of the
game they support, such as its management and leadership (Cocieru et al., 2018; García & Zheng, 2017). Fans are nonetheless
essential to the process of leadership in sport organizations, given their support may help – and even be necessary for – sport
leadership to prosper (Welty Peachey et al., 2015). Gaining knowledge when it comes to whether fans care about ethical
leadership may help soccer clubs foresee powerful expressions of fan discontent (Biscaia et al., 2018). Given this context, the
following ﬁrst research question is put forward:
Research Question 1: To what extent do soccer fans care about ethical leadership in their club?
2.2. Soccer fans as “stakeowners”
Whereas a legitimate claim can be attributed to many stakeholder groups in soccer, the fan stakeholder group
demonstrates the speciﬁc nature of sport (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Van Eekeren, 2016). Fans impact a club’s revenues directly
through the purchasing of tickets and merchandise, and by paying to watch games online or on television, as well as
indirectly through fostering the interest of sponsors and (local) governments (Biscaia et al., 2018; Koenigstorfer et al., 2010;
Van Eekeren, 2016).
Furthermore, numerous illustrations of fan behavior in soccer stadia, as well as previous academic research, have evinced
that fans’ loyalty, commitment, devotion, and emotional involvement often reach extensive proportions (Koenigstorfer et al.,
2010; Samra & Wos, 2014; Tapp, 2004; Van Eekeren, 2016). For example, sport fans in general, and soccer fans in particular, are
characterized by a degree of brand loyalty that is unique compared to other industries (Anagnostopoulos, 2011). Fans will not as
easily change their favorite club for another club, as they would do regarding clothing, food, or other brands (Anagnostopoulos,
2011; Gammelsæter, 2010). Moreover, fans remain loyal “in both good and bad times” (Koenigstorfer et al., 2010, p. 649).
Brand loyalty to their soccer club has also been a key criterion of most soccer fan typologies (Giulianotti, 2002; Samra &
Wos, 2014; Tapp, 2004). These typologies share a similar approach, in which fans are located on a continuum of both
behavioral and attitudinal loyalty. However, this two-dimensional view of loyalty does not fully reﬂect the multifaceted
relationship fans have with their club, as it does not take into account several other potential explanations for their behavior
and expectations, such as motivational, cultural, and social elements (Fillis & Mackay, 2014; Koenigstorfer et al., 2010). Thus,
we support the idea of adding social integration – considered as the extent of social involvement in the context of the soccer
club (e.g., going alone or with friends to watch games, being a member of fan groups, and engaging in pub or social media
conversations) – as an extra criterion (Fillis & Mackay, 2014).
By merging loyalty (attachment to the team) and social integration, Fillis and Mackay (2014) presented four types of fans:
“casual followers,” with limited attachment, both in terms of attending matches and in terms of social connections with
others; “fans,” with attachment concerning attending matches and purchasing merchandising, but not in terms of social
connections; “social devotees,” with attachment regarding both aspects, but with a focus on social connections; and
“committed supporters,” who are willing to sacriﬁce themselves for the club, as well as strongly socially connected. Whilst
such fan typologies enhance our comprehension about the existence of different fan sub-groups, they remain ideal types that
require further scrutiny in terms of the unique position of the fans as individuals, and their expectations in relation to crucial
aspects of the game, such as their own involvement (Cocieru et al., 2018; Dixon, 2013).
Apart from these fan typologies, researchers have increasingly acknowledged that soccer fans are genuine stakeholders of
their clubs (Biscaia et al., 2018; García & Welford, 2015; Senaux, 2008; Van Eekeren, 2016). García and Welford (2015) named
this trend a “governance turn” within soccer. These authors also suggested soccer clubs engage in this turn, as their active
investment in fans allows them to better understand the needs and demands of their fans, and thus, be better placed to face
the challenging future of soccer club management when it comes to keeping fans pleased (García & Welford, 2015).
Linked to this “governance turn,” stakeholder theory has been applied to highlight the abovementioned relevance of
soccer fans to their clubs (see Biscaia et al., 2018; Senaux, 2008). Drawing on Mitchell, Agle, and Wood, (1997) stakeholderPlease cite this article in press as: B. Constandt, et al., Does it really matter? A study on soccer fans’ perceptions of ethical
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organization with a certain power to express this stake (Biscaia et al., 2018; Senaux, 2008; Zagnoli & Radicchi, 2010). In fact,
fans strongly impact the dynamics and culture of their soccer club (Van Eekeren, 2016; Zagnoli & Radicchi, 2010).
Most researchers consider the responsibility related to this relationship as being unidirectional, implying soccer clubs
bear the responsibility towards their fans (see e.g., García & Welford, 2015; García & Zheng, 2017). Yet, some researchers
argued fans also have a responsibility towards their clubs, implying reciprocity of ethical duties (Bowen et al., 2017; Smith &
Lord, 2018). While many soccer fans may see themselves as legitimate stakeholders (see Biscaia et al., 2018), there is
currently no empirical work exposing the opinions of fans regarding (the bi-directionality of) the ethical duties regarding
their relationship with their soccer club (Cleland, 2010; García & Welford, 2015; Ziesche, 2017). These duties can be
interpreted with the lens of the bureaucratic logic in soccer clubs, which implies that rules, duties, and controls are required
to create a fair and balanced environment within the club (Gammelsæter, 2010). Moreover, the “stakeowner” concept
presents itself as interesting for the present study, as it emphasizes the reciprocity inherent to stakeholder management
within organizations (Fassin, 2012). Whereas stakeholder research has classically interpreted stakeholder management as a
responsibility of the organization towards its stakeholders, the “stakeowner” concept draws explicit attention to this
responsibility working in both directions (Fassin, 2012).
Fassin (2012) claimed the “stakeowner” concept is especially relevant when applied to prominent and legitimate
organizational stakeholders, those from which loyalty may be expected. Given the abovementioned position of the fans as
legitimate, loyal, and increasingly active stakeholders of the soccer game, this study argues fans can be considered as
“stakeowners” from a normative point of view. Ferkins and Shilbury (2015) stressed the relevance of the “stakeowner"
concept to the ﬁeld of sport management, thereby advocating for its broad application. The present study supports this
statement of relevance by scrutinizing fans’ support for considering themselves as “stakeowners.” Therefore, a second
research question is formulated as follows:
Research Question 2: To what extent do soccer fans consider themselves as “stakeowners”?
In the context of this second research question, attention is paid to potential differences according to the type of fans,
namely “casual followers,” “fans,” “committed supporters,” and “social devotees.” The prospects regarding ethical duties and
responsibilities of a “casual follower,” who rarely attends games, can be expected to differ from those of a “social devotee,”
who is willing to sacriﬁce him/herself for the club. Whereas a “casual follower” may be less interested in the nature of his/her
personal bond with the club, a “social devotee” may be more aware and interested in this regard.
2.3. Ethical leadership and fans as “stakeowners”
Linking ethical leadership and “stakeownership” in the context of professional soccer is worthwhile. More precisely, both
concepts have an inherent normative dimension, and combining the concepts meets the call to apply a broader stakeholder
view on ethical leadership (Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 2005; Fassin, 2012; Heres, 2015).
As previously illustrated, being a “stakeowner” comes with certain ethical duties. Although we do not believe in the
existence of universal ethical duties, it is reasonable to argue that certain fan duties are broadly accepted, determined by
legislation, soccer regulations, and behavioral norms (Bowen et al., 2017). For instance, fans are expected to abstain from
violence and discriminatory chants. Nevertheless, a small but important minority of soccer fans continues to engage in
unethical behaviors (i.e., hooliganism) in, around, and beyond the soccer stadium, related to, for example, homophobic and
racist chants, damaging property, and violence against rival fans (Cleland & Cashmore, 2016a; Cleland & Cashmore, 2016b;
Rookwood & Pearson, 2010). On the other hand, soccer club leadership does not always adequately respond to fans’
expectations (García & Welford, 2015). Fans who do not feel sufﬁciently valued may express their frustrations in the form of
unethical behavior (Smith & Lord, 2018). Therefore, Bowen et al. (2017), p. 74) claimed “the questions of what ethical duties
fans owe others and how responsible leadership shapes those duties loom larger.”
While the ﬁrst part of this sentence refers to the role of fans as “stakeowners,” the second part implies that soccer club
leaders are encouraged to showcase ethical leadership to promote fans’ “stakeownership.” After all, soccer club leaders are
encouraged to point out the (in)appropriateness of certain fan behaviors, while aiming to empower fans with respect to
taking responsibilities for their actions (Bowen et al., 2017). Besides highlighting these responsibilities, research indicates
soccer clubs’ leaders should implement the expectations of their fans in their policies and practices, to increase the
likelihood of being successful in the long run (Koenigstorfer et al., 2010). However, little is currently known about how soccer
clubs’ leaders think about the role of their fans, and if they believe ethical leadership might stimulate fans’ “stakeownership,”
or if they are inclined to show more ethical leadership towards fans being aware of the fact that fans might be “stakeowners.”
Hence, a third, and last research question is presented:
Research Question 3: To what extent does soccer club leadership support the ideas that fans are “stakeowners” and that
ethical leadership might promote fans’ “stakeownership”?
3. Method
A single case study of one Belgianprofessional soccer clubwas chosen to address the stated research questions (Creswell, 2013).
This club is considered a top club in Belgium’s highest soccer league division, illustrated by recent title and cup wins and
participation on the European (Champions League and Europa League) level. This speciﬁc club was chosen due to its structure as aPlease cite this article in press as: B. Constandt, et al., Does it really matter? A study on soccer fans’ perceptions of ethical
leadership and their role as “stakeowners”, Sport Management Review (2019), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2019.04.003
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organizational objective. In sum, the club strives to generate positive outcomes for their fans and the broader society, besides
pursuing sporting excellence for all their teams (i.e., ﬁrst, second, youth, female, and homeless teams).
However, the focus on the social dimension of the club has not led to an active fan role within the club’s management in reality
(Van den Broeck,2018). Fans are, nonetheless,  representedthrough the federation of supporters in thegeneral assemblyof the club.
However, in practice, the supporter federation has very little say regarding important organizational decisions, which remain the
exclusive jurisdiction of the presidentof the board and the general manager. Generally, Belgian soccerclubs do notembodya strong
tradition regarding fan representation in organizational decision-making (Van den Broeck, 2018). This ﬁnding stands in contrast to
certain other European countries, such as Germany and England (García & Welford, 2015; García & Zheng, 2017; Ziesche, 2017).
Broadening the scope of fan research beyond these two countries is strongly encouraged (García & Welford, 2015). Belgium is an
interesting case, as Belgian soccer clubs appear susceptible to foreign acquisitions, causing an increased gap between boards and
fans (Smith, 2017; Vandewalle, 2018).
3.1. Data collection overview
To assess the three research questions, 20 interviews were conducted along with analyzing the club’s website and policy
documents. More precisely, interviews were held with the coordinator of the club’s foundation (n = 1), a sample of fans
(n = 17), the supporters’ liaison ofﬁcer (SLO) of the club (i.e., the person who connects the fans and the federation of
supporters with the club leadership) (n = 1), and one of the club’s directors (n = 1).
This study included a heterogeneous sample of interviewed fans, representing all four previously listed types of fans,
namely “casual followers,” “fans,” “social devotees,” and “committed supporters” (Fillis & Mackay, 2014). A similar approach
was used by Cocieru et al. (2018) to analyze how soccer fans’ opinions vary regarding fans’ formal ownership of soccer clubs.
As can be seen in Table 1, the sample of fans is diverse in terms of age (age range 24–70), whereas it also represents both
genders (14 men and three women). Finally, the interviewed fans were physically spread out all over the soccer stadium. This
dispersion is important as different tribunes in a soccer stadium house different types of fans. In the end, fan interviews were
stopped when no new viewpoints were presented and data saturation was reached.
In addition to these interviews, the study examined the mission statement and values mentioned on the club’s website,
as well as the 2017–2020 strategic policy plan of the club’s foundation (a total of 183 pages). The foundation organizes
social activities on behalf of the club, such as supporting a homeless team, implementing talent identiﬁcation initiatives
targeting socially disadvantaged youth players, and engaging in actions aiming to raise fan awareness regarding
homophobia and racism. Moreover, the foundation encompasses cooperation between the club, the city, the social
services of the city, and the supporters’ federation of the club. Unlike the foundations of many professional sport clubs
operating independently from their associated clubs, the present foundation is dependent on club funding and
expectations (Kolyperas, Anagnostopoulos, Chadwick, & Sparks, 2016).
3.2. Data collection procedure
First, an interview appointment was made with the head of the club’s foundation. This open interview lasting one hour
and a half yielded a general view on the club’s operation, and was meant to inform the club about our study project and to ask
for their cooperation.Table 1
Overview of fan interviews (n = 17).
No. Age Gender Season ticket
holder
Type of fan
1 53 Male Yes Social devotee
2 28 Male Yes Fan
3 70 Male No Casual follower
4 54 Male Yes Fan
5 45 Male Yes Social devotee
6 49 Female Yes Committed supporter
7 29 Male No Casual follower
8 53 Male Yes Fan
9 45 Male Yes Social devotee
10 32 Male Yes Committed supporter
11 37 Male Yes Committed supporter
12 24 Male Yes Social devotee
13 46 Male Yes Social devotee
14 26 Male Yes Social devotee
15 34 Female No Casual follower
16 38 Male Yes Fan
17 42 Female Yes Committed supporter
Please cite this article in press as: B. Constandt, et al., Does it really matter? A study on soccer fans’ perceptions of ethical
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accompanied by two research assistants. Before this match, fans were accosted in and around the stadium to inform them
about our study project, and to ask to leave their personal information and contact details. This step was included to add a
randomness factor regarding fan selection. Afterwards, willing fans were contacted by e-mail and telephone to schedule an
interview in their preferred setting (i.e., in our institutional building, at their home, or in a public place). Before recording the
interviews, all respondents were asked to provide their informed consent.
The semi-structured fan interviews used a non-compulsory interview protocol and lasted 37 minutes on average. To become
more acquainted, each interview started with a short introduction of the interviewer and the purpose of the study (Rubin & Rubin,
2012).Additionally,questions(targetinge.g., theage,gender,socialconnections, tenure, locationinthestadium)wereposedtogeta
clearpictureof thefan’stypeandbackground. Thereafter, the interview protocol continuedwithcertain themes(e.g., moral person,
moral manager, and moral entrepreneur) and subthemes (e.g., leader characteristics, ethics communication, and CSR). Each
subthemecontainedthemainquestions, follow-upquestions,andprobes(Rubin&Rubin,2012).Thesequestionswerepartlybased
on the few existing qualitative studies on ethical leadership (see Bischak & Woiceshyn, 2016; Frisch & Huppenbauer, 2014; Heres &
Lasthuizen, 2012), but also on the speciﬁcity of the professional soccer club scene and the “stakeowner” concept. At ﬁrst, questions
remainedratheropentoallow fanstoprovidetheirowninterpretation. If needed, clariﬁcationwasgiven, for instance, intheformof
examples.
To ensure the abstract ethical leadership and “stakeowner” concepts were made comprehensible, the study relied on three
vignettes to embed the targeted variables in actual and concrete contexts (Bryman, Bell, & Teevan, 2011). These vignettes
referred to ethical issues that had previously occurred within the club. Each interview ended by presenting these three vignettes
and asking the fan to (a) comment on these ethical issues, and (b) evaluate the way inwhich the club had dealt with these issues.
The ﬁrst vignette referred to a situation that took place during the previous season, in which a well-known player of the ﬁrst
team publicly confronted the fans of a rival club in quite explicit terms. The club reacted by demanding public apologies of the
player, and got rid of him during the next transfer period. The second vignette asked for fans’ opinion on a situation that also
happened the season before, inwhich a group of fans personally threatened a player of a rival club at his home. The club publicly
condemned this behavior but did not start an investigation on its own. The third vignette was also linked to a set of real events
that occurred during the previous season. More precisely, the head coach of the ﬁrst team of the club repeatedly criticized the
referee during and after matches, and was occasionally removed from the dugout. The leadership of the club did not condemn
the behavior of their head coach, and even supported him by leveling severe critiques on the general level of the referees.
After the fan interviews were completed, the SLO of the soccer club was contacted to schedule a face-to-face semi-structured
interview (which lasted 55 minutes) targeting his opinion on ethical leadership and the consideration of fans as “stakeowners.”
Finally, one of the directors of the club was interviewed by phone for 15 minutes to analyze the club leadership’s view regarding
the role of the fans.
3.3. Data analysis
All interviews – except the open interview with the head of the foundation and the telephone interview with the club director –
were tape recorded and transcribed verbatim, after which their content was analyzed using NVivo 11 software. The ﬁrst author
executedandanalyzedtheinterviewsinDutch,whichisthemothertongueofall respondents,aswellasof theﬁrstandthirdauthor.
The transcribed interviews were read multiple times by the ﬁrst author to grasp the formulated opinions, and before starting the
actual data analysis (Braun, Clarke, & Weate, 2016). A sample of the interviews was also coded by two research assistants, after
which the coding outcomes of all interviews (done by the ﬁrst author) and the subset of interviews (done by the two research
assistants) were debated and compared to guarantee a correct interpretation of the data. Before the present paper was written, a
report in Dutch was sent tothe participating fans. Fans hadtheopportunity (but, in theend, did not) makeadaptations toensure the
accuracy of their interview content and quotations (Silverman, 2011). Relevant quotations were only translated into English in the
writing phase, and checked by both bilingual authors, to safeguard quotation accuracy (Parent et al., 2009).
The categories as well as the codes were based on the existing ethical leadership conceptualization and its three roles
(Kaptein, 2017). Although we initially applied a rather deductive, codebook/coding approach, new codes were added to the
codebook each time new elements emerged from analyzing the interview data. While the coding process in NVivo was executed
by Bram Constandt, we added and interpreted new codes collectively to reduce bias (Silverman, 2011). The trustworthiness of
the data analysis was further guaranteed by sending the abovementioned report to the fans (i.e., respondent validation) and by
comparing the interviewanddocumentdata (i.e., triangulation)(Silverman, 2011). Afterall interview datawere coded, thematic
analysis was further used to consider potential explanations regarding the research questions (Braun et al., 2016; Fox, 2004). A
Matrix Coding query was applied to cautiously examine potential differences between types of fans. The steps of open,axial, and
selective coding were an iterative process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
4. Results
We present the ﬁndings in two separate sections. First, with regard to fans’ perceptions of ethical leadership (RQ1), the
data analysis supported the existence of three main roles (i.e., moral person, moral manager, and moral entrepreneur). These
roles are used to structure a ﬁrst section on ethical leadership. Within this section, fans’ reactions on the way the club dealt
with recent ethical issues – provided to them as three vignettes – are also integrated. Moreover, the references to the fans asPlease cite this article in press as: B. Constandt, et al., Does it really matter? A study on soccer fans’ perceptions of ethical
leadership and their role as “stakeowners”, Sport Management Review (2019), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2019.04.003
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(RQ3) are analyzed within a second section.
Throughout, the study looked into potential differences depending on the type of fan, being a “casual follower,” “fan,”
“social devotee,” or “committed supporter” (Fillis & Mackay, 2014). However, as fans were not purposively sampled based on
their type, some types are only represented by a few fans. Therefore, we have been particularly careful with generalizing
ﬁndings of individual fans to the types they represent.
4.1. Ethical leadership
A considerable portion of the interviewed fans was unable to distinguish between the management and the board of their
club. The differences between both positions only started to emerge when the interviewer explained who is on the board and
who represents the club’s management. Consequently, upcoming references to the leadership of the soccer club make no
distinction between both positions, unless explicitly mentioned.
4.1.1. Moral person
When it comes to the soccer club leaders’ personal characteristics, fans expected decisiveness above all. In the current
complex and quickly evolving international soccer context, fans expected the soccer club’s leadership to react quickly and
adequately to all challenges. Next to these general characteristics of being strong and decisive, fans especially valued
reliability, honesty, and integrity. Many fans argued they prioritize these moral characteristics above the club’s performance
on the ﬁeld. Fan n 12 phrased this as follows:
Honesty and reliability are most important to me. Even if my club would be relegated to the second division. That would
be very regrettable, and it is difﬁcult to choose, but I would in that case prefer that my club performs less on the ﬁeld, as
long as they have an honest and reliable board of directors.
All fans interviewed endorsed the four values the club states in its mission statement, namely excellence, sportiveness,
family-orientation, and willfulness. However, some fans looked beyond the mere presence of these values, perceiving the
mission statement as some kind of image building instrument. Fan n 4 formulated this opinion in the following way:
I can agree with that. I guess this is a good summary. In my opinion, certain things such as willfulness are some kind of
marketing concept with which you identify yourself, rather than a real mission statement, but that is ok.
Besides the four values included in the mission statement, the fans speciﬁed a plethora of values in relation to their club. Most
values were positivelyassociated with the club, such as its local and national anchoring. Nonetheless, representatives of all types of
fans criticized theirclub for lacking afocus on certainvalues, such as health and affordability. More precisely, many fans argued fora
smokingbanthroughoutthestadium,whereasotherfanswouldlovetoseehealthyalternativesforthehamburgersandfriesserved
in the stadium. With regard to affordability, many of the interviewed “fans” and “social devotees” feared the ever-increasing costs
related to being a fan would lead to the repudiation of soccer as a “working class sport.”
Next to the characteristics and values mentioned during the interviews, allusions were speciﬁcally made to decision
making and leader behavior. All fans stated they attach a certain importance to fan involvement within the club. They
considered a form of dialogue to be a minimum requirement. Regarding this dialogue, fans acknowledged a positive
historical evolution towards more club interest in the fans, but they remained indecisive as to how far this dialogue should go
from their point of view, and on how this dialogue should take shape. In general, fans wanted to feel appreciated, as they
experienced a need for a respectful relationship with the club leadership.
4.1.2. Moral manager
A key aspect of the ethical leadership conceptualization is that leaders should act as reliable and visible role models, so
that people can observe and imitate their behavior (Kaptein, 2017). Our ﬁndings indicate fans do not consider the club
leaders as role models for their own behavior. In fact, fans looked up to the players, not to the board members or managers.
Fan n 7 stated he would not hang up a poster of the board or the management in his bedroom, and fan n 14 formulated the
idea as follows: “No, my role models are the players. The board must ensure that the players are on the ﬁeld, that is it.”
Moreover, the fans we interviewed did not aspire to follow in the footsteps of their club’s leaders. Arguments for renouncing
ambitions in this regard are the stress, workload, and inherent ingratitude associated with board and management positions.
Furthermore, nearly all fans emphasized the importance of an approachable club, which is transparent in its
communication. In general, fans strongly desired to be informed about fan initiatives, player transfers, and the values and
slogan of the club. Fans appreciated the communication of their club, but at the same time, they also realized that total
transparency and openness are not desirable in some situations, such as year-end accounts and negotiations about player
transfers. Fan n 10 expressed these expectations in a striking manner:
I ﬁnd the club to be veryopen and transparent concerning the aspects that theyshould communicate about. Of course, theyshould
notengageinrevealingtheiryear-endaccountsandsuch.Asasupporter, IhavethefeelingthatIknowwhatIhavetoknow.Theclub
always provides an explanation about certain aspects. Forexample, if they have bought a new player, they will always explainwhy.
Mixed feelings were present when it comes to the reinforcement element of ethical leadership. On the one hand, fans
regarded correct behavior on behalf of the fans as no less than being the norm. On the other hand, most fans argued theyPlease cite this article in press as: B. Constandt, et al., Does it really matter? A study on soccer fans’ perceptions of ethical
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beer or lower season ticket prices. Regarding the punishment of unethical and criminal fan behavior, fans supported a strict
approach to punishing hooliganism and discriminatory banners or chants, although they also claimed there should be room
for second chances. Fan n 17 formulated her concerns in the following manner:
The club approaches this very well. [ . . . ] Also with regard to certain banners. You cannot tolerate such things if your aim
is to attract families to soccer. I consider a stadium ban to be a correct decision in that case. However, I also ﬁnd it good
that they pronounce conditional stadium bans, as this shows that you have to do penance for your actions, but this also
shows that you do not have to do penance for the rest of your life if it only happens once.
The same “carrot-and-stick” approach was also preferred by the majority of fans when presenting them with the three
vignettes. All fans credited the club in ﬁning and suspending the player who had insulted (the fans of) a rival club. However,
most fans argued the club’s rhetoric of naming and shaming, and eventually getting rid of the player, went too far. These fans
referred to the player’s young age, to claim that the club should have offered him yet another chance, out of some kind of
pedagogical responsibility. Interestingly, some fans – such as fan n 12 – pointed to the player’s irrefutable talent, to suggest
the club also damaged its own potential:
The punishment he received was appropriate, but I ﬁnd that the club should not have been so severe in the media. They
have dragged him through the mud, and that was exaggerated. Personally, I would not have put him on loan. With regard
to performing on the ﬁeld, he could deﬁnitely still have offered added-value to the club.
The reactions of the fans on the situation described in the second vignette – referring to the player of a rival team who was
threatened at his home – supported the inappropriateness of these acts. Furthermore, the interviewed fans fully agreed with
how the club had actually dealt with this situation.
Moreover, the third vignette – regarding the critique of the coach on the referees – demonstrated that fans’ moral
principles are bendable in situations in which a perceived competitive disadvantage occurs. More precisely, all “casual
followers” and “fans” we interviewed, felt the critique of the coach on the referees – and the support of the club’s leadership
for the coach’s critique – was justiﬁed, although perhaps a little exaggerated due to its timing in the “heat of the moment.”
The main argument was that the performances of these referees endangered the sportive ambitions of the club. Whereas
many of the interviewed “social devotees” and “committed supporters” agreed with this argument, some judged the reaction
of the leadership as too strongly and too emotionally worded. They – such as fan n 12 – pointed to the exemplary function of
the club’s leadership:
This statement took place in the heat of the moment. The president is of course someone who deeply cares for the club,
but someone so high in the hierarchy of the organization should not say such things. He may comment, but this statement
was very explicit. He has, just like his players, an exemplary function. [ . . . ] It is basically about the manner in which the
statement has been made.4.1.3. Moral entrepreneur
The role of the soccer club in terms of moral entrepreneurship was assessed by looking into the fans’ perceptions of the
corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities of the club. The CSR activities of the focal club are implemented by the
foundation of the club, and are generally considered to be operating on a very high, innovative, and visible level. It is thus
quite surprising that many of the interviewed “casual followers” and “fans” seemed unaware about the several CSR activities.
The same limited knowledge appeared when interviewing most “social devotees,” who declared to be uninterested in the
CSR activities of the club. Also, they considered it to be a “peripheral” task of a soccer club. Fan n 13 explained:
It is even totally unimportant for me, as I perceive it to be a peripheral issue. A soccer club is a soccer club. Do not get me
wrong, I am not against it and it is a nice initiative, but it is not necessary for me.
Despite the general CSR unawareness applicable to most (types of) fans, the “committed supporters” we interviewed,
explained they are well aware of the CSR activities of the club, which they also regarded to be of considerable importance. In
particular, “the committed supporters” in our interview sample acknowledged CSR to be advantageous in terms of the
reputation and general appearance of the club.
4.2. Fans as “stakeowners” and ethical leadership
In general, fans supported the idea that being a fan entails a relationship with the clubwhich is characterizedbycertain rights
as well as responsibilities. This supports fans’ experience as having a stake within their club, whilst it also suggests they see
themselvesas“stakeowners.” However, fansremained somehow indecisive interms of how far thisstakeshould go. Issome kind
of passive dialogue sufﬁcient, or do fans require a formal stake and actual participation? It seems the vast majority of fans
preferred respect and a willingness to listen on behalf of the club, over actual participation and a formal fan position within the
club’s leadership. Next to representation issues (i.e., which fans (not) to include?), fans emphasized the strength of their own
emotional involvement and lack of experience for not claiming a formal position. Fan n 2 formulated this idea as follows:
I think that the voices of the fans should be heard, but being part of the board, that is something else. I think that fans will
act too soon when decisions are to be made, and that they will not think about underlying principles.Please cite this article in press as: B. Constandt, et al., Does it really matter? A study on soccer fans’ perceptions of ethical
leadership and their role as “stakeowners”, Sport Management Review (2019), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2019.04.003
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accountable for their behavior. In particular, they claimed that the urge to ﬁght and to clash with fans of other clubs would
prevent hooligans from being genuinely open to the idea of shared responsibilities.
When it comes to the opinion of the club’s leadership regarding considering fans as “stakeowners,” mixed signals were
found. On the one hand, interviews with the head of the foundation and with the club SLO – as well as the study of the
foundation’s policy plan – indicated the club is thinking about assigning a formal position to the fans. The foundation’s policy
plan explicitly stated that offering fans a formal position would increase their engagement and responsibility, whilst also
decreasing chances of fan protest and violence.
The club director was positive about the responsibilities between the club and fans needing to go both ways, but he also
expressed a number of reasons for not offering fans a formal position within the club at this point in time. First, he claimed
there has to be a broad representation of the fans – some kind of overarching organization of all fans, instead of a federation
of supporters’ clubs – so the club has a clear conversation partner. Second, he stated that, due to the speciﬁc structure of the
club as a non-commercial business, board members are unable to sell their shares or to make a proﬁt. Consequently, he
perceived the current board members to be a kind of fan, instead of mere businessmen looking for proﬁt, so he argued fans
were already somehow represented in the board. Third, he declared the club believes in transparency and dialogue, while at
the same time referring to the limited interest and knowledge of the fans about the complex mechanisms of today’s soccer
world. He seemed to suggest that most fans do not have the skills, nor the interest, to lead a soccer club:
Without wanting to be irreverent, I guess that the interests of the fans mainly focus on the prices of the match day tickets
and the merchandising, and on sportive aspects such as player transfers and performances on the ﬁeld. I believe that only
ﬁve percent of fans are interested in aspects that go beyond these things.
Moreover, the club’s leadership didnot see assigning a formal role tothe fans asan aspectof ethical leadership on their behalf.
5. Discussion and conclusion
This study’s purpose was to improve our understanding of (a) the value fans attach to ethical leadership within their club;
and (b) the support for fans’ reciprocal, moral relationship with their club. Speciﬁcally, the study sought to gain insights
whether fans cared about ethical leadership (RQ1) and being a “stakeowner” to their soccer club (RQ2), paying attention to
any differences between types of fans. Additionally, this study considered if the soccer club’s leadership supported the
conceptualization of fans as “stakeowners” and if it believed ethical leadership might promote fans’ “stakeownership” (RQ3).
As discussed below, ﬁndings showed fans care about certain aspects of ethical leadership – especially if it directly
concerns them – whereas they care less about other aspects, such as CSR. Although this ﬁnding raises important questions
whether the fans we interviewed really care about ethics at all, or whether they are just self-interested, more research on the
fans’ general moral intentions (outside a soccer context) is required to answer these questions. Moreover, fans indicated
support for their own role as “stakeowners.” Regarding RQ1 and RQ2, only small differences according to the types of fans
were discernable. Finally, although the implementation of soccer club ethical leadership in the form of strengthening fans’
participation could positively impact fans’ behavior (see García & Welford, 2015; Smith & Lord, 2018), ﬁndings indicated the
club’s leadership put more emphasis on fans’ responsibilities than on their “rights” and expectations. In sum, these ﬁndings
enhance our understanding on the value fans attach to ethical leadership, and the perceptions of both fans and soccer club
leadership on their respective roles (Constandt et al., 2018; Zheng & García, 2017).
As such, this study’s ﬁndings provide a multifold contribution to at least three research domains. First, an addition to the
broader literature on ethical leadership is offered, by drawing on an external stakeholder perspective. Although the focus
was on soccer fans, this study meets Heres’s (2014, 2015) call to examine how external stakeholders determine relevant
content related to ethical leadership. It is important to realize that ethical leadership renders effects beyond the internal
operation of the organization, as external stakeholders can experience “direct and tangible effects on how ethical leadership
is understood and practiced” (Heres, 2015, p. 175–176). On the other hand, it also seems that social distance adds a certain
carelessness factor to stakeholders’ expectations about ethical leadership. To wit, this study’s ﬁndings showed how some
fans did not seem to care about ethical leadership aspects that did not directly inﬂuence their own lives or experiences. This
ﬁnding will be further discussed in the next paragraphs.
Although certain general trends were observable among all interviewed fans, this study indicates there is no one idealized
view on ethical leadership that suits the expectations of all fans. This ﬁnding supports the idea that the meaning of ethical
leadership is dynamic and largely individually depending on “the moral eye of the beholder” (Giessner, Van Quaquebeke, van
Gils, van Knippenberg, & Kollée, 2015; Heres, 2015). Furthermore, the ﬁndings support the argument fans are a
heterogeneous stakeholder group (Biscaia et al., 2018; Gammelsæter, 2010).
In spite of these individual differences, one general trend found in the present study was that the vast majority of fans
wish to see honesty and reliability in the club’s leadership, supplemented with open and effective communication in the
form of an established dialogue with the fans. These ﬁndings are consistent with Cleland (2010), whose fan questionnaire
signaled recurring themes such as “listen to the fans,” “respect the fans,” “keep fans better informed,” and “more openness
and honesty.” Nevertheless, this does not necessarily mean fans want to be represented in the board. Rather, fans’ opinions
concorded with a recent practical suggestion of Sportwereld, one of Belgium’s main sport newspapers. Based on an
investigation involving all of Belgium’s highest division professional soccer clubs, Sportwereld argued the harmony andPlease cite this article in press as: B. Constandt, et al., Does it really matter? A study on soccer fans’ perceptions of ethical
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(Vandewalle, 2018; Van den Broeck, 2018). Furthermore, the highlighted relevance of communication to fans is strongly
consistent with the proposition that soccer fans who feel sufﬁciently informed are more likely to experience an intimate and
truly reciprocal relationship with their club (Koenigstorfer et al., 2010). Finally, ﬁndings related to the need to communicate
about ethics and the desirability of reasonable reinforcement also support the empirical work conducted by Heres and
Lasthuizen (2012).
Moreover, a second general trend encompassed certain aspects of the ethical leadership conceptualization as not being
strongly valued by fans. For example, most fans – except the “committed supporters” we interviewed – were not aware, nor
interested when it came to their club engaging as a moral entrepreneur. This study approached the role of moral
entrepreneurship by asking the fans about the innovative CSR activities of the club. Remarkably, these CSR activities were not
deemed to be a priority by fans, in contrast to the sporting performances of the club. This ﬁnding displays the relative
importance of some principles (e.g., social support) in cases in which the support of these principles is compared with other
principles, such as sporting success. This is also a more realistic understanding of the situation, which can help managers set
priorities (e.g., sporting success over CSR) when resources are limited.
This ﬁnding regarding fans not caring about CSR contradicts the study by Walker and Kent (2009), which demonstrates
that club reputation as well as fans’ patronage intentions are stimulated if the club engages in CSR. Given the limited
generalizability of the present study’s ﬁndings, more research is needed to examine the linkages between ethical leadership
and CSR (De Roeck & Farooq, 2018). It may be an issue of the context or differences when drilling down on speciﬁc different
aspects of speciﬁc concepts. Moral entrepreneurship could be an interesting concept to bridge the gap between both
research domains (Kaptein, 2017).
A second contribution of the study resides in its focus on fans with respect to leadership in sport management. As
indicated by Welty Peachey et al. (2015), fans are uniquely able to impact organizational leadership in sport
organizations, albeit their expectations of and actual impact on leadership are rarely mapped. While this study’s
ﬁndings concord with the assumption that the meaning of leadership in sport is socially constructed and context-
dependent (see Billsberry, Mueller, Skinner, Swanson, & Ferkins, 2018), they also highlight that fans’ actual impact on
the studied soccer club’s leadership should not be exaggerated. It was clear in this study that many fans were not
informed about the differences between the board of directors and the management of their club, let alone that they felt
able to inﬂuence their decisions. Thus, the actual importance of fans, previously assumed as critical in soccer’s
management, should be further investigated (García & Welford, 2015; García & Zheng, 2017).
Similarly, some fans experience difﬁculties in forming an opinion on their soccer club’s leadership, which suggests they
are operating too distantly from the leadership to make a personal assessment. Moreover, this indicates fans should not be
featured as followers in a classical dichotomous relationship between leader and follower. In contrast, a broader
stakeholder view on leadership in sport is strongly encouraged to be able to scrutinize the exact relevance of the fans in the
leadership process (Kihl et al., 2010; Welty Peachey et al., 2015). As such, leadership is suggested to be a relational and
interactions-based phenomenon, whose desired meaning is co-constructed by the leader as well as the stakeholders
impacted by the leadership’s decisions (Ferkins et al., 2018; Kihl et al., 2010).
Third, the study also contributes to the literature on the relationship between sport organizations and their fans, by
connecting the expectations and perceptions of the fans with their duties and responsibilities (Bowen et al., 2017). Through
the presentation of empirical ﬁndings on the (limited) support for the consideration of fans as “stakeowners,” this study
addressed the suggestion made by Ferkins and Shilbury (2015) to broadly apply the “stakeowner” concept in sport
management research. Empirical ﬁndings demonstrated that both fans and club leadership regard fans as “stakeowners” to a
certain extent. This supports the idea that an open, bidirectional relationship can enhance fan satisfaction (see Cleland, 2010)
and the image and success of soccer clubs (see Koenigstorfer et al., 2010).
Nonetheless, from the interviewed fans’ perspective, it remains largely unclear how this bidirectional relationship –
characterized by rights and responsibilities going both ways – should actually be implemented. Interviewed fans explained
they endorse the need to have representation in or close to the club’s leadership, but all of them – except one – clearly stated
they would not step up as a board member or manager given the opportunity. This demonstrates a disconnect between what
fans want in “theory” and what they are willing to do “in practice,” a disconnect which should be further explored. This also
highlights a “consumerist” attitude. Ethical leadership by soccer club leaders – especially communication about
responsibilities – could help convincing fans that their involvement could (and perhaps should) go further than buying
match day tickets and merchandising. As such, fans might get persuaded that they are real “stakeowners,” including the
responsibility to display active involvement when given a chance. However, further examination is recommended to offer
more nuance on these terms and their application in real-world settings.
Furthermore, fans raised concerns regarding how all fans – especially hooligans – could be made responsible and
accountable, and regarding if and how fans without season ticket should and could be given a voice in the decision making
process of the club. We suggest investing in ofﬁcial fan forums and organizing regular and open fan consultations or
conferences could be worthwhile to give all interested fans a voice.
Fans’ concerns were echoed by the club’s leadership, albeit not without raising additional apprehensions. On the one
hand, the leadership endorsed fans’ relevance. In fact, they dedicate a full chapter on the “next game: the fan as part of the
club” in the club foundation’s policy plan to demonstrate their reﬂections regarding fans’ future role in the club. On the other
hand, interviews with the head of the foundation and with one of the club’s directors yielded additional reservations. ThePlease cite this article in press as: B. Constandt, et al., Does it really matter? A study on soccer fans’ perceptions of ethical
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(Van den Broeck, 2018). Thus, the soccer club’s leadership valued fans’ responsibilities rather than their expectations.
Without aiming to generalize, these ﬁndings indicate that the idea of assigning soccer fans with an active and formal role
within a club entails a lengthy reﬂection and planning process. Nonetheless, that the studied club – like many others – is
thinking about showing a more formal appreciation to their fans evinces the idea that “fans can be a force for the good” in
soccer (García & Zheng, 2017, p. 3).
While some avenues for future research are already reﬂected in the discussion above, the main limitations of this study,
along with some derived future research ideas, are discussed below. Certain criticism could be raised about the nature of the
study design (a single case study). Although García and Welford (2015) advocated using multiple case studies, these authors
also suggested applying a stakeholder perspective to study fans, drawing on empirical samples from outside the UK, as was
the case in the present study. Nonetheless, additional studies that included multiple soccer clubs from different countries
would facilitate further cultural comparisons between clubs of countries with and without established fan involvement
(García & Welford, 2015). Another interesting avenue for future research would be to focus further on the differences
between the types of fans regarding ethical duties and “stakeownership,” thereby building on a large sample of fans of more
than one soccer club. As such, analyses would be enabled whether these fan types differ concerning their relationship with
the club, their expectations, and the value they attach to ethical leadership. Institutional pluralism could hereby provide an
interesting angle to consider how fans are carrying different institutional logics, not only relating to identity, but also to
bureaucracy (i.e., referring to rules, controls, and duties) (Gammelsæter, 2010).
Furthermore, another limitation is the cross-sectional nature of the study, as the interviews were conducted during one
time period. In contrast, longitudinal research allows an analysis of how fan expectations and the characteristics of club-fan
relationships may vary over time (Biscaia et al., 2018) and potentially inﬂuenced by club activities and performance. One way
would be to use innovative, qualitative methods, such as smartphone apps, to examine how fans’ perceptions of ethical
leadership are versatile, dependent not only on time, but also on the sporting success of the club (García, Welford, & Smith,
2016; Welford, García, & Smith, 2015).
Finally, the present study addressed the calls of both ethical leadership research (see Heres, 2014, 2015) and sport
management leadership research (Ferkins et al., 2018; Kihl et al., 2010; Parent et al., 2009; Welty Peachey et al., 2015) to
apply a stakeholder perspective. Nevertheless, the study focused on fans. As soccer clubs engage with many relevant
(external) stakeholder groups (e.g., the media, sponsors, the government), we suggest broadening the perspective to these
stakeholders as well (see Constandt & Willem, 2019). Another likely contribution to the study of ethical leadership in sport
management could be the exploration of the presence of two distinct types of role modelling in the context of soccer clubs. In
addition to an internal type (i.e., board → coach and coach → player) that was recently highlighted (see Constandt & Willem,
2019; Constandt et al., 2018), an external type (i.e., player → fan) was showcased by our ﬁndings. However, future research is
needed to further explore as well as examine how organizational boundaries shape these two types of role modeling. From a
theoretical perspective, it could be interesting to further expose the links between strongly connected concepts such as
leadership, governance, and stakeholder management to scrutinize their overlap and distinctness (Ferkins et al., 2018).
Furthermore, we advocate future sport management research on leadership to examine how using different conceptual
lenses (e.g., ethical leadership, servant leadership, transformational leadership, and authentic leadership), might lead to
complementary or additional results in regards to leadership outcomes that relate to ethical behavior.
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